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[The author is a staff writer for the International Weekly Edition of Gazeta Mercantil, a Sao Paulobased financial newspaper.]
On the heels of a televised hostage-taking that ended in two deaths, Brazilian President Fernando
Henrique Cardoso announced the federal government's long-awaited national security plan
(Plano Nacional de Seguranca Publica), which includes 124 measures and earmarks nearly US$1.7
million in federal funds to fight growing violence that has claimed some 500,000 lives in the past
two decades. "The statistics are alarming," said Cardoso. "Besides this, there is a personal human
dimension that depresses the victims of violence."
The sweeping anti-crime measures include hiring and training thousands of new cadres as well
as modernizing police units. Also in the measure is a six-month ban on handgun sales, a witnessprotection program, a bigger role for the army in policing Brazil's extensive border, and funds
to provide additional space for the country's burgeoning jail population. "Our society demands
quicker action," said the president. "We cannot continue to allow the image of the country to be
marred by acts of violence and lack of punishment."
Along with 35 million other Brazilians, Cardoso had watched on television the shocking scenes
of a bus hijacking in a middle-class neighborhood of Rio de Janeiro. After four hours of intense
negotiations, police failed to disarm the hostage-taker Sandro do Nascimento without a loss of life.
One of the hostages, a 22-year-old schoolteacher, was killed in the incident. Compounding the
horror, the police strangled do Nascimento to death in the back of the squad car on the way to the
station.
Having put the country's economic house in order, the federal government has, with its new
anti-crime measures, shifted to dealing with growing social problems. The broad scope of the
government's attack on the crime problem "is a milestone in the republic's history," said Paulo
Sergio Pinheiro, a political scientist and coordinator of the Nucleo de Estudos da Violencia at the
Universidade de São Paulo.
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